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ABSTRACT

Upton Sinclair's critique of education is examired,
and what today's critics of education can learn from him is
discussed. Sinclair is an example of deep or new critics of education
who deal with more than surface blemishes and relate school criticism
to deeper social issues like justice. In 1922 Sinclair conducted
personal interviews with educators throughout the United States. He
called public attentior to root problems in schooling, academic
freedom, and corporate society through a rough journalistic style and
muckraking. For example, Sinclair's book "The Goose-step" is filled
with straightforward comments on specific colleges where he
identified linkages to industrialists and cozy relations between big
business and academia. Sinclair identified specific industrialists
and capitalists as behind-the-scene manipulators of higher education.
This basic criticism of capitalist greed and manipulation as
detrimental to education is also a theme common to current deep
critics of education. Current critics can learn much from Sinclair.
They should conduct another cross-country personal study today and
report their findings using Sinclair's clear and straightforward
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" The spate_'of'reports.. analyses, studfes and diatribes about th.e 11ls

'_of ed_ucaﬁoh mz{y; appear to be a recent phenomenon in the bu_bHc arenz.
. A is well known in. educaticnal scholarship, however, attacks on the

. schools have ecccurred since we have had schools. There is & pitterh

of attacks, vi&uaﬂ& cycH'cal vmh.h reaches pubHc awarcness and arouses

‘concerns-that something should be done; there 1s a similarity between these . .

. cycles and the seyenteen~year locust infastations,.though the time perfod .

: - may vary for school critfcism. The last statement may sound as though the
. theme.of:-this paper is to decry criticism about schools, or prov'ide 2

' _ﬁé:éﬁiE' of wtyrdom for schooling.. That is not theé theme; rather, the

1dea of a, loag bistory of educational criticism, with public awareness
m!y sporadicﬂ Iy aroused, is importaint to the context of this paper.

The them 1: better -$tated. that mainstream criticism of schooling has

) bcen too narrow 1n scope and too shallow in effort to adequataly challenge

the rcot causes of schooling problems.
" The typ'icql', cycle of mainstream school criticism shif_ts"fron moderately
r1gt;t_ wing cencern for teaching t;rad1tionai knowledge and keeping order

to mderatety left wing concern for 1iberal ideas of ccmmunfty and

' .-'.equalit\y. The standai'd scenario of public debate incorporates a clarion

' "-"'nu by one side tc defects in schools er lowered reading abﬂities.

*Ponions of this paper drawn from an article n Upten Sinclair Quarterly
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+ lack: of discipline, eli_mination o_f traditional required content .or va!ués.

" and threats to established authority. The public is outraged, at least

as reported, and the schools shift modestly to a di fferent'rhetorig and

sone cosmatic changes. Then, several years later, ahothér call to arms is

. - sounded by .a differant set of critics who note the. restrictive nature of

schoels, the censored and dull content, memorization and drill, and lack

of '1nd'fv1dual -development. " The _public clamors and the schaels slide over

to us& a different language and to appear more open and free,’ '
There are some. long term and fair’y dramatic changes in schooHng and

society uhich are more evident in hindsight and whi ch are significant, €.g.,

.' dmntization of schooling, public financing and support, attempted
. .1nt_egrat10n and opposition tc bias. But the schoo1 critics vmo

. _ have Aaccess to the puh“n'c ofien seek only minor modi Hcat?ons at any one time

) period and seldom Iook beyond rolatf valy abvious’ school charactertstics

to disc!aiw ttst _scores, required courses, teacher credentials, -extbooks,

drup-out ‘rates,: etc. There are few mainstream critics who relate school

'crit‘lcisu to deeﬁer social 1ssues ke Justice. . Thus, there are few

popular]y k_noya_: _crif._i cs of sc_h_ool_ing who deal with more than surface ‘
blemishes, .. o |

.In ur‘lfar‘f‘lm pei‘iods one mignt have {denti7ied scme deep critics
who-were able tv obtain public expostire to their concarns. This might
{ nclude Thms Jefferson, -John Dewey, and George Counts. In more recent

times the deep critics of schooHng seem to derive their rcots from

°-eur§§uh~_1ntglfcctuals with social amalysas drawn from Marxian, neo-Marxian
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'--eit‘lcal theory or other perspectives. There are nearly as many variatiens

'_aqdng them as there are advocates, but the essential pofnt is that fhe

. that the 1dns are to esoteric and have yet to develop a clear

prat.ti cal darivation for chlnging schools; another is that the critics.
) _» cltamntiye,. gnd. a8 furthar reason w be that the manner of cmnicatim
' of thesc {deas 15 so. huvﬂy walghted by Ja gon and convomted writing

': 2bat tim are usﬂy overlooked in public discussion.

xm a deep concern for the substructure. of society, who understood

.gfforts .of th.ese.g:rit‘l_cs derive from a" philosophic or politiéaheconc.xnic . ;
bése beyc:;d surface school ghenomena., Thay qhal{enge the functionalist }
‘or gther traditional ratione.les for schooHng.. rather than criticize

from within that rationale. ' .

" These nex critics of education, unfortunately, tend to 7all outside the
mainstream of public or standard educationist literature, and their_
crttfc'&zs are often shared only with thase already 1n1t.uted into
that p.erspecti\(e.' There could be some of these new critics who are .
"known outsido thelr own circles, but I can't Mentify any linown currently
in the public sphere, or whose ideas are material in pubHc di scourse, about
schoo'!s. The 1deas of new critics of edycation merit consideration,
ashec* ally 1n a socfa'i chate where schools are again a “public 1ssue. '

Scme af tho reason for pubHc ignarance of these ideas is the were .-

turut of theu to powerful segments of the socm order; another is

ltY ‘be perating only fron the nagative vdthout providing a consistent

Thus. an exanination of one of the schoo? critfcs who seemed to opera*e

~

pohtical oconnnu, ‘and who wrote in a way to incite l:he comnon people
a3 o .
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to an understanding of the issue of sacial justice would seem worthy

of contemplation. Upton Sinclair was such 2 critic. His book, The

Jungle, became & classiz in muckraking with a positive result. His

:_pr011f1c authorship, and public displays in political campaigns and other

~e#forts to address areas he identified 2s sigrificant, made him an

smportant figure In hic time. While he was not a scholar 1n_fhe

normal sense of the term, nar an educator in its normative enaractaristic,

'Upéon Sinclair was able to call public attention to root problams in

schooling, academic freedom,'and corporate sociéty through & rough

Journalistic style and muckraking, avenues not travelled by receat

cristes oF scheols,

Recent cri*icism of society and education appears %o ‘gnore the

‘.'contributions of Sinclair. Yet his work fs strikingly parallal with

"both practical and theoretical current anaivses by schalars. Sinciair

s is.'of course, not the only social critic whose writings are ignored

i

hy latter-dny discoverers of evil in the schools, but he offers a

rich sourca of insight, data, method and perspective that cauld

. enl.ven, enl?ghten and enrich the current debstas.

Hary Sinclair, his wife, descridbed his study of schools 1n po?iti-al

. ecnncm*c terms:

A

After Upton has finished his crusade.against the “kept press, 1t was
the turn of "kept™ education. In the wave of rapressive tarror which
had swept the conntry after the war, no group had sufferedd more than

- the educators. From the highest-salarfed professor 1n the richest
’ university down to the poorest paid teacher in the smallest country
-school, all were under governing board mage up of businessmes deter-

. “mined to see that no teacher should suggest any soclal change that:

might threaten profits. The study of economics must be confinad to
- the wonders ‘of big.business... (M. Sinclair, 1962, p. 269}
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Upton Sinclair described his awakening to this same topic:

¥ ...I had been through five ysars of City College and four years

of postgraduste worX at Columbia, and had come out unaware that
the modern socialist movement existed. So now I meant to muckreke
the college, showing where sthey had got their money and how they were
spending it... (Sinclair, Autobiograghy, 1962, p. 225)
And Leon Harris' (1275) analysis.of Upton Staciair's wark in this
area provides the following comments:

Upton returned from his cross-country tour [of colleges and schaols]
with two passionate convictions. The first was that educating so many
millions inevitably offered frequentiy irresistib'e opportunities for
dishones? financial dain and that such opportun’tias must be ended or
‘at least made f1r more aifficuit.  The second and most important {sic)
was that tne kind of education determinea the kind of citizen - that
if American society was ta move in the different direction he hoped

S R -Tor, {ts members would have to recelve a very different education....
(p- 202) °

He [Stnclair] had the impertinence more than half a century ago
to be ovtraged that Columbia Uriversity owned securities in enter-
prises made profitable by the exploftation of human belngs... Nor

~did he limit his charges to (olunbia... (p.204)
Harris also indicated one of the prebloms that muckraking style has
4 in his comment that Sinclair's buoks on ecucation had less “exaggeration
and parancia® leading to “foolish conclusions that brought ridicule on
_him [Sinclair] and made it easier to avoid his valid charges.” (p.204)
There are important distinctions between the work of academic scholars
and profassional muckrakers., Scholars attempt reasoned and evidential
argumeht to seek truéh, leaving conclusions open and tentative; muckraking
seems to start with conclusions and seek evidence for support. Scholars,
*  however, have been Ynown to take this latter route, and muckrakers do reason. .
The muckraking style may ceuse some scholars to pause rather than to consider
seriously the kind of statement that Sinclair uses to make a_point{

-5.
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’ “There are some fifteen hundred men on the Columbia

- faculty; but you can count upon the 7ingers of one hand the men -
of ag originality and force of character.". (Sinclair, 1522, .
p. 5 ) ’

A}

pnd Sirciair's writing about the “interlecking directorate® in higher
eduwation, and its impact on elementary &nd secondary schouls, bears a

similar emotive style:

€

»[Columbia's President]...fixed the policy of this depart-
ment [of Education], making it a machine far the turning out of
" ‘gocational experts!, trained to see life as a battleground of
money-ambition; and to run the schcols as 2fficient facteries...
I shall...show you the Yammany +Hall of eduration; ‘the league of
superintenderts, and the politicians of the National Educatien
Association, financed by the book companies and other big
grafters and combining with the chambers of commerce and:
professional  patricts to drive out liberalisn in education as in .
politics, and resist every new idea in every department of human -
thought and activity. Tney are backed by th: poiitical machines .
of special privilege...™ (Sinclair 1922, p. 58, 59) . =

These examples from Sinclair's The Goose-step are not isolated bits; =

the bock is filled with his straightforvard comments on Colurbia,

Harvaxd, Chio S.tate, Cornell, Stanford, and a varlet; of ather colleges
_where he identitied linkages to industrialists and cozy relations between
_.big business and acadenda. '

v © Sirclair's comsents about education come fron an extended study of
.+ schools across'ﬂ\‘e U.S.. As Harris notes.in his Liégraphy, Sinclair
' originally planned to use tescher and adninistzalion responses to letters '

as the basis for & book he initially titled "Focrbinder" or *The -
Footbinders, “ bty so few schotl peopla respor~ed that Sinr;la‘lr undertook
) a long trip to'condwct personal intervicws. According to Herris,

Sirclair returned from the trip with two doninant convictibns: "that




educating so many millions inevitably offered frequent irresistible

opportunities for dishonest financial gain and...the .second and most

important vas that the kind of education detemined the kind of citizen -
that if American society was tc move in the different directicn
{Sinclair] hq:ed for, its members would have to receive a very different

gducation.” (harris, p. 202)

| Simclair notes that he visited about thirty cities where “some
edurator haed assembled the malcontents in his or her hcme; and I sat an‘d
made noi:es while they told me their angry or hilarious stories, "
(Sirclair, 1962, p. 225) He had set out Lo "muckrake the colleges,
showing where they had got their money and how they were sperding it
and returned how2 with so much material that he decided one bcok. on :

education would not be sufficient. The Gogse-sten, all 488 pages

published by Sinclair in 1922, sold for two dollars and covered higher

education; The Goslings, at 452 pages and also two dollars, was on the
lower schools.

Sinclair was warned abcut libel suits over his caustic stetements

* about the dominent’ leaders of higher sducation, especially Nicholas

mi‘ray Butler,_ and the circle of industrialists and capitalists whom
Sinclair identifies as behind-the-scenss manipulators of higher
education. H.L. Menken, in a letter ta Sinclair in 1923, suggests that
such suits were unlikely because, "They ail know that getting into court
would lay them apen to even worse exposure.® (Menken, in Sinciair, 1360,
P. 234) No libel action arose, but the continuwius threat was 3 .
recognition of tﬁg ‘popular muckmaking writing style which_ Sirclair dic so
m:ll. . .
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The style of writing now fashionable among a growp of academic’
educational critics does not match Sirclair for directness or personal
attack, yet the bases for criticism are similar. E€arlier ed;.:cational
critics identif‘ied philosophic or psychological points for dispute; one
finds previous critics who show the logical inconsistercy of demeccratic
palitical philasophy and autocratic schsols (Dewey, 1918), or critics who
decr.y the st'ultification cf children on essentlally psycholagical grounds
- (Holt, 1967).

The more recent educational aritics have centered on ececnomic or
sucigseconamic’ conaitions and their impact upon the schools. These
criticisx.as are larger secale, since they indict the capitallst system, but

are certainly consistent with Simclair's anglysis in The.Goose-sten.

Much of the current critical literature is an extensicn of Marxist : |
and neo-Marxist interpretations of society as applied ta the institution ‘
of educatiun. Thus, the economic prism for examirning schooling
incorporates a basic criticism of capitaiism. Auiso, American critics
have derived much of their analytic framework from European intellectuals
like durgens Habemmas, Michel Foucault and Antonis Gramsci, as well as
such gertinent British sociologists of education as Geoff. whitty and
Michael F.D. Young. (Besag and Nelson, 1984)-4 .ot |

Among the more prominent examples of educational criticism from a
perspective similar to that expressed by Sinclair are the works cf Bowles
and Gintis, Schooling in €apitalist America (1976); Michael Apple,

Ideology and Curriculum; and Martin Carnoy, Schooling in a Corporate

Society. As their titles suggest, these books show the direct
' - - 8 -
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relagtionship of an economic system and its ildeology on the 'process of

schooling in that society. #hile the interlocking directorate described
'an'd cetuiled with names of individuals by tnten Simclair 1s not .the prime
subject of thesa works, certainly the basic criticisa of capitalist greed
and manip;xlation as detrimental to education is a thems common to
Sirclair and these books.

For examples of the criticisms, and the writing style used by these

academic analysts, consider the following by Henry Giroux, Professor of

Education at _ -

“In a nutshell, the dialectic qf domination and resistarce,
the notion that schools are neither the exclusive locus of '
daniration nor resistance but a combiration of both is migsing
in the reproductive position. One tesult is that human experi-
erce is simply reduced to a passive reflex of the ideological
imperatives of the logiz of capital and its institutions.”
(Giroux, in press) : :

Perhaps mare directly Samuel Bowles, an economics professor at the
University of. assachusetts, writes:

®,..1 argue (1) that schools have evolved in the United
States not as a pursuit of equality, but rather to meet the
needs of capitalist employers for & disciplined ard skilled
labor force...unequal education has {ts roots in the very class
structure which it serves to legltimize and reprocuce.
Inequalitlies in education are part of the web of capitalist
society, and are likely to persist as long as capitalism
survives." (Bowles, in Carnoy, 1975, p." 38) o

And a similar economic analysis is spplied to school curriculum and
questions of knowledge by Michsel Apple, Professor of Education at the

University of Wisconsin.

ERIC ' 7% 10
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“Questions abcut the selective tradition such as the
following need to be taken quite seriously. Whose knowledge is
it? who selected it? Why is it organized and taught in this
way? To this particular group?...Cne is quided, as well, by
attempting to link these investigations to competing conrceptions
of social and economic power and ideologies. In this way, one
can bregin to get a more concrete appraisal of the linkages
betwezen economic and political power and the knowledge nade
avail;.able (and not made availaple) to stugents." {Apple, 1979,
p. 7

The new critical perspectives on educat.on use a different writing
styl:, and a different general intellectuzl framewcck from Lpton
~Sinclair, but Simclair’s criticisms are Strikirgly similar. Sinclair
writes in 1922, "Our educational system is nmct a public service, but:. an
Instrument of speciel privilege; its guxpise is not to fucther the
welfare of mahkind, but merely to keep Ararica capitalist." (Simclair,
1922, p. 18) :

~ Sinclair does not hes‘tate, indeed he seems to thoroughly enjoy,
nami.ng indivi&uals and institutions who illustrate the interlocking .
directorate of the plutocrats and their contrsl over edwation. The
‘ currsnt cTitics are considerably nare circumsnect, using large scale

eviderce and cannonly known schocli experience ic support their positions.

There is a need for edqcaticnai critics to rediscover the muckraker's
work, and to expand and embellish it. A trenchant and compelling new
view of edwsation might _arise Trom the blend‘ing of tnhe two rela'\ted
'perq:éctives and the two writing styles. Certainly a larger audience is
reached by clear and straighcforward identification of evils, while
simple sensationalism is prcperly tempered by a scholar's distance ang
skeptic;ism. In any case i* would be a service to the study of education

Q0. 11-




tc have ong or more of the current educational critics undertake a
replica of the cross-country personal study of sctjools made by Sirclair

-

in 1922.
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